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R ESEARCHERS FROM Harvard’s 
Graduate School of Education 
and Mid-Pacific Research Fellows 

share one mission: to use research to im-
prove teaching. After almost two years as 
a Research Fellow, Middle School teach-
er Catherine Ball concisely summarizes 
the rational behind the work. “Action re-
search, which we have been focusing on, is 
a cyclical process that helps us examine our 
teaching. I ask my students to constantly 
re-evaluate, tweak and adjust their work. 
Why shouldn’t I?”

Dr. Christina Hinton founded Harvard 
Graduate School of Education’s Research 
Schools International (RSI) specifically 
to address a common disconnect between 
educational research and teaching prac-
tices. In Hinton’s words, “RSI partners re-
searchers with schools around the world 
to inspire research-based innovations that 
support student learning and well-being. 
Researchers bring expertise in research 
knowledge and methods, while  teachers 
bring  expertise in the needs and daily ex-
periences of teachers and students.” Her 
organization has conducted research proj-
ects with over twenty-one schools in over 
ten countries. 

President Paul Turnbull says the part-
nership with Harvard Graduate School of 
Education’s RSI was one of the first formed 
since he came to the school three years ago. 
“If you have center of teaching and learn-
ing that is embedded with a research part-
ner who is one of the preeminent research 
institutions in the world, you have this 
reminder that it isn’t about the education-
al trends all the time,” said President Dr. 
Paul Turnbull. “The research grounds us. It 
makes us legitimate.”

Dr. Bruno Della Chiesa. RSI’s Director of 
Global Education, explains why RSI selected 
Mid-Pacific as a research partner. “The very 
specific situation of Hawaii, not only in geo-
graphical terms but also in cultural terms…
and the vision behind Mid-Pacific Institute’s 
approach was, for us, [of ] the utmost inter-
est,” he says. “You have a lab here in Hawaii, 
and at Mid-Pacific Institute in particular, 
that can be extremely useful, not only for 
your own population for the students here 
but also for other people around the earth.”

“The partnership is very beneficial for 
Mid-Pacific, RSI, and the education com-

munity at large,” says Harvard Graduate 
School of Education’s RSI Executive Di-
rector Christina Hinton. Her organization 
disseminates the results of school studies 
through publication and presentations. 
President Paul Turnbull says the work of 
RSI meshes well with the vision of Mid-Pa-
cific. “To me, an independent school that 
has a place in the community, of the com-
munity, for the community means that we 
give.” Serving as a research institution is 
one way to make a contribution.

SELECTING THE FELLOWS
 Josh Watson, High School Assistant 

Principal for Student Life, facilitates the 
school’s partnership with Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Education’s RSI. He attended 
an RSI conference in the summer of 2015 
and returned with the model of selecting 
Research Fellows. “Typically these Fellows 
then serve to disseminate the findings to 
the rest of the faculty more broadly and 
deeply than  is possible when teachers work 
alone,” explains Watson. “This can have a 
tremendous ‘multiplier effect’ in terms of 
making research more relevant to a partic-
ular school, and in bringing about produc-
tive change.”

“I volunteered because I thought it 
would be an exciting opportunity to push 
my practice as a teacher,” says Fellow and 
Middle School Teacher Billie Napoleon. To 
be part of a group of like-minded teachers 
under the guidance of Harvard experts of-
fers me a unique learning experience that I 
am really appreciating.”

The seven Research Fellows took a 
course in action research designed by the 
RSI team. Then the Fellows conducted 
their own action research projects on ques-
tions concerning their classrooms. They 
shared their findings with Christina Hin-
ton and Catherine Glennon, RSI’s Direc-
tor of Research, during RSI’s second visit 
to campus in early December 2015. “We 
enjoyed a wonderfully productive 2-day 
workshop with [the Fellows],” says Hin-
ton. “We were incredibly impressed with 
the teachers’ thoughtful engagement with 
research, level of commitment to the proj-
ect, and passion for mobilizing research to 
support their students.”

Fellow Tiffany Byrne teaches third and 
fourth grade and designed an action re-

search question to examine the extent to 
which her students were able to see them-
selves as supportive of the ideas and work 
of others. Byrne says, “I think my big take 
away so far is the beauty of having evidence 
or data to back up my assumptions about 
what’s happening in my class.” 

The Research Fellows shared their re-
search processes with the rest of the fac-
ulty during a professional development 
workshop on action research in Febru-
ary. Assistant Principal Josh Watson ex-
plains the larger benefit to the school: “In 
my conversations with people at other 
RSI-partner schools, I’ve heard a virtu-
ally unanimous opinion that the inte-
gration of research into regular teaching 
practices has a transformative effect on 
schools. When teachers see themselves as 
researchers, they naturally assume a re-
flective, objective stance toward their own 
practice. This leads to improvements in 
teaching both large and small. Yet equally 
important is the cultural shift that occurs. 
When a school culture embraces educa-
tional research as a natural, necessary part 
of teaching and learning, it pulls the no-
tion of research from an abstract idea into 
actual working classrooms throughout the 
school, thus enhancing the shared endeav-
or of education between teachers and stu-
dents, and among the teachers themselves. 
The work that teachers do on a daily basis 
then has the potential not only to improve 
individual practice, but to advance the 
field of education itself.”

“It’s like a dream come true,” seconds 
High School Principal Tom McManus. “We 
have an amazing school, and we know so 
many outstanding practices are occurring. 
Now that we are learning relatively easy 
and unobtrusive methods to measure and 
document our work, we can celebrate those 
great practices. We can also identify paths 
to growth. It’s been special to have this 
partnership with RSI for those reasons.”

The first Harvard research cycle of 2014-
2015 concluded with a report on Global 
Education at Mid-Pacific. Some of the find-
ings suggested the school should support 
additional collaboration with international 
school partners. Faculty recently voted via 
electronic poll on the topic for the 2016-
2017 RSI research project and selected stu-
dent motivation. 
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